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IDENTIFIERS 
ABSTRACT 

Theory indicates that a fourth, the eMrgent, reading 
level may be even more important in understanding the process of 
reading development than the three previously designated levels; the 
independent level, at which students have no difficulty reading on 
their own; the instructional level, at which students need 
assistance; and the frustration level, at which students cannot gain 
information from the material even with asaistance. The emergent 
level is the level of highest performance within the zone of proximal 
development, the area created by the difference between students* 
unaided perforsunce and the l«.vel that could be achieved with aid. To 
determine students* emergent reading levels, dynamic reeding 
assessment sessions rather than static teeting procedures must be 
used. The level at which students gain information with assistance 
can be eetablished if teachers provide needed demonstrations, 
modeling, and coaching during the evaluation aession. With adult 
mediation, students are more likely to ba placed at the reading level 
where growth takes place. (MM) 
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An important yet iittie understcrad question i^; What 
constitutes reading levels? The idea reading levels has 
increasingly pervaded the ^ieid of reading since Pelts first 
introduced the concept in 1943. Amalgamating id=as from the 
1920'e and !930's, Betts created the inf o-mal reading 
inventor y, with three reading !eve! for a ' 5Ub Jecti ve' 
reading evaluation or diagno<srs« Li ngui st i cal 1 y , the term 
level is understood to mean "a hor izonta! pl^tne nhich 
presuppo^ses the e>;i&tence of another plane parallel to it" 
<Greima*i i Courtes, 1982). Whether Betts' concept levels 
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i s paral lei is 1 ess than cl ear (PoMel I h 1971 ; 5,11 1 Lh ^ r^w i *:h* 

ft 

1983) f and whether there are Just three reading 1 evel sit 
also problematic. Theory (Vygotsky, 1962) would sur)g€*st that 
there may be an addl ti onal reading 1 evel whi ch is e\ er^ morn 
significant than the threu eviously designa^^ed r&adirg 
levels. It is the purpose of the paper to diSLutis tht 
construct oi mediated reading levels which rttay hav^ 
i mpl i cat ions for a fourth reading 1 evel ^ the. emer'yent read ing 
1 evel <ro^el 1 , 1984) ^ or to offer a redef ini t l on of Lhs ir'^Ue 
of obtaining the existing instructional reading levol ^ 

Betts de^i gnated his iihree readi ng 1 eve Is a^s the 
independent or basal reading 1 evel ^ t.ie i nstruc ti onal reading 
level f and the frustration reading level « The pararn^ters o-f 
each level are defined in the label ascribed to each* The 
independent level is that level in which a reader c^n process, 
written material without any significant other support* This * 
level indi cates the abi 1 i ty to function in act i vi t i es like 
recreati onal readi ng, seat war and homewor l.« The ucirnt s 
can do it by themselves. The instructional level is that 
1 evei in wJu ch the reader needs ass i stance » di recti on • ur 
support from the teacher to adequately process a p^rtitiul^r 
piece o-f pr ose« Inf ormati on gain is greater at this r ead ing 
level. (Bormuth> 1975) The frustration level is wht>re the 
reader cannot effectively gain information from the ma en a I 
even with assistance and support from others. 
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The tradi 1 1 onal concept readi ng 1 (?vel s i s neasL'red l>y 
presenting lists Individual words and passages that bscone 
1 ncreasl ngl y more cofltpl ex due to the systematic cndni pul at i on 
of such var 1 ables as word f requency , sentence 1 ength* nun)ber 
of * propositions^ and semantic association value* The 
assumption here Is that level^^ of linguistic cumpleiiity are 
!iynonymous wl ih level s of readl ng processi ng complexi ty * 
Grade norms are defined In terms of the level of linguistic 
compl e>: 1 ty ,nastered; wl th **mastered" bel ng def ined 1 n t&r ms 
of accuracy and speed In relationship to the level of 
difficulty of the materia!. I.e., the operational criteria 
1 ndlgenous to hi er'archlcal theorl e& of word recognl tl on * 
(Betts, 19435 Cooper, 1952; Powell* 1971, 199li Lovett I 
Hansen , 1 976 ; St ar 1 1 n , 1 97 1 ) * 



Reading levels have traditionally been defane*d m ter • 
of reading models based on assumptions of hullean p^/chology - 
of 1 ear ni ng and structural I ingul st i cs (Fodor , Bever « 6^ 
Garrett? 1974)* These assumptions Include: il} languag** Is 
hierarchically organized, (2> to learn to rea^, orie must 
f 1 rst 1 eoirn to process the lowest level t^^nd (3) on^ must ttien 
learn to process each successive level; (4) as lowor levels 
become processed more ef f 1 cientl y« more 1 1 me may bf? ^pent 
in processing higher levels; the results are faster and mDre 
accurate word r ecognl 1 1 on (L^Berge ^ Samuel 1974) ^nd mor & 
cognl 1 1 ve resources avai lable f cr the comprehensi un pr oce'ss 
(Perfetti Hogaboam, 1975). 
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A differer^t notion about the causative nature ni ra^iiting 
1 gvgI 5 can be ex trapol ated ^rom the wor k oi VygutsKy 
< 1962, 1978) « Vygotsky * s theory is embedded in fii n gener al 
genetic <devel apmentf^l ) law of cultur'al development c^nd his 
concept of internalization. For Vygotsl^y^ the formation r>i 
higher mental f unctions, <i « e« « cooni t i ve devel upnien t > 
i nvol ves soci al interac ti on^ movement from other -r egul ated 
behav ior to sel f -regulated behavior ^ semi ot i c medi at i « 
the zone af pro>: imal devel opment <Uer tsch^ in press K 1 1 i 5 
the later concept^ the zone of proximal development, that has 
si gni f i cant impl i cat ions for di agnosti cal 1 y detertr.i nin ^ 
readi ng 1 evul s in the pi acemen t of pupi l«s for' instruct iovi * 

The zone of pro>i 1 mal devel opment i s defined as the 
difference between a student'^ "actual devel op*ren tal level as* 
determined by independent problem solving** and the higher ' 
level of ''potent! al development as deter m i ned through proM en 
sol vtng under adul t guidance or' in col 1 aborat 1 an th (rare 
capable peers* (Vygotsky, 1978, p. B6> More informally, this 
zone IS the range created by the difference between the It.'vel 
of unaided performance a ctiild can achieve, and the level ha 
caul d achi eve wi th aid * Not onl y are the 1 evel b wi thi n the 
zone of impar tance« so is width of that zone, with a gr eate»~ 
zone r ange indi cati ve of greater 1 ear ni ng potent i al « 
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To instantiate a zone oi pro>:imal development* a dynamic 
testing versus a static testing style becomes oi Bignifinant 
value (Budoff, 1972; Feuerstein, 1979; Cioffi Carney, 
1983) . Dynamic testing methods measure the 1 «vel oi 

performance a student may achieve via teacher /student 
interaction. Host pre*jent testing techniques use static 
test 1 ng procedures^ (i . e. ^ actual developmental 1 ev<^l nhicti 
can be performed without direction or assistance,) To der-ive 
an instructional reading level which fosters a child's growth 
potential, testing procedures must e>:amine each levsl with 
mediated activity, — within the range where growth tat e^i 
place, the zone oi proximal or potential development. 

The testing procedure for f unct i oni ng wi thin the zone o-r 
proximal development and those techniques used within the* 
present framework oi the informal reading inventory stand m * 
stark contrast to one another. One uses social interaction; 
the other does not. One uses mediation; the other du&s not. 
One tries to find a level where a child can learn with 
assistance; the other derives a level where the student 
f unc t i uns wi th mini mal support . One operates in the realm of 
where optimum growth takes place; the other indicates a 
basel 1 ne where growth may begin. A further contrast in 
testing styles illustrates the differences xu the results 
obtai ned - 
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In giving an informal reading inventory, an txa^iner 
begins by e&teibl i shi ng a basal or independent reading level^ 
a level with a high degree accuracy and fluency. Then 
Buccessi vel y more di^^ i cul t passage 1 evel£ are presented 
Hi thout any a^si stance or mediati on. An instrt'c t ional 
readi ng 1 evel is arr i ved at by an accept abl e per 4 cr mance 
within a given set o^ criteria ^or accuracy^ performed 

without guidance or instruction. The child simply r*=eds with 
only a suggestive or general motivating statement as en 
introduction to a given passage. The derivation o4 reading 
1 evel s is accompl i shed by students answer ing a pre-spsci 4 i ted 
percentage o4 questions correctly by themselves and rraiptain 
a cr i ter ion 1 evel o4 oral readi ng pro4 iciency wi thout afiy 
assi stance. 

To determine an emergent reading level , that level o4 ^ 
highest performance within the zone ai pro>{imal development, * 
a markedl y different approach i s undertaken. Once an 
independent 1 evel o^ performance < synonymous wt th the 
in&truct i onal level in the informal readi ng inWntur y 
f r amewor M is establ i shed^ the teacher begins to pr ovi de mut e 
compl e;; mater i al and assi sts the student <s) in deal i nq 
effectively with that cumple>rity. The types u4 inter ventiort 
and instructional aid Vygotsky implied includes 
demon str at iun;t model ing^ coaching ^ and /or asking lediding 
questions (Camperell , 1981)* In other words, tht* teacher 
actually teaches a child how to procffss and understand the 
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di^^icult orot^e i n order to establ i bh a I evd wh i ch thu 
student can gam i n^ormati on, i ^ given asei stance. 

In a coyni ti ve^develapmental niodel o^ readi ng mi t h 
dynamic assesement, the assujiption is an interaction aniong 
reader vari abl es, act i vi ty vari ables, niater i al var iabi es, and 
the cr i ter i al tasks (DroMn, Srans^ord , Ferr&r^, ^ Cafnpi one* 
m press). Static testing e>;cludes ttiese variables e::cept 
perhaps the change m mater i a I camp I e;^ I ty . In ut: 1 1 z i ng a 
cogni t i ve-dRvel Dpmf^nt approach , the noiiian oi medi at ion is 
such that a& i n struct i on proceeds the chi K d shoul d become 
less dependent upon an adult and begin to plan, manttur^ and 
control their own processing iot inf ormatioci gain* The:* fc> 
should be a gradual movement from the int©t — psychological 
plane tD the i ntra-psychol ogi cal plane^ frorr the 
other -I egul ated behavi or to sel f -^r egulate-l tjetiavi or * . 
(Wertsch, 1979) 

Medi ati on . SDci al --verba 1-i nteraction, is b\ rr.e d tavidrcJ 
increasing sel f -regulati in. Othet — regulation tectum ques 
attempt to modify the characteristics oi the learner, 
re-desi gn the mater i al , or lead an act i vi ty icr assi^'t i tiy in 
development of sel f -regul ati on* In a dynami c r eadi r.g 
assessment sessi on, the change i n mater i al s is usu^l 1 y dovte 
b/ increasing the linguistic comple^tity. In es^en^e^ th^ 
mater i al response becomes an e^; tranc^ous or cl as£i f i cation 
factor. (Calf ee, 197S) However, medi ati cn c**n b«! 
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incorporated in a dynamic testing situation by foi: using ai\ 
changing the learner via acti vating schema^ Uui Idit^g 
intere«it« structuring and organizing words and stored 
concepts y skil 1 transformation^ semi otic mediation* and 
setti ng the di recti on for comprehensi on act i vi t i es. (Beck^ 
McKeo^n^ McCasl in , & Bur kes^ 1979) Mediation can al so invo! ve 
the changing of tha activity. Activity may include ufrategy 
training <Hansen 3t Pearson^ l^'BO) ^ (nodeling, guidance tftrou^h 
a tasir , leadi ng wi th quest i ons^ reciprocal qucsstioning 
<Ralincsar . 1984; Manzo^ 1969) ^ suggesting al ternati ve 
responses f semi oti c di alogue, demonstrating sol ut iotis« 
explaining, rehearsal , elaboration^ etc. Whatever task is 
selected *or focus^ it must be framed in a coaching^ 
ver bal -i n*:erac ti ve styl e. 

Mhereas Vygotsky proposed his zone of pr ok l ir al * 
development for use in mental assessment dyads^ *-he same • 
concept aripearis to be appropriate for determining pl^ceme^^t 
lit reading* Instead of using a static busi ness-^1 i Ke iirinner 
I n determi ni ng pi acement^ a more dynamic style t n\ ol ving 
mediation is Itlely to result in leading the student into the 
zone C3f pror:tmal developm'^nt. Ui th -idul t suppor t and 

as^i stance^ youngsters are 1 i kel y to recei hi gher 
pi acenten ts under a dynami c testing pattern* Pi acefr int can 
then result in placing a child where growth tales pl<:»ce and 
let "instruction lead development" < Vygotsky, 1962, p* 104), 
The highest level obtained wi thin the range o^ potetitial 
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development would be th& emergent reading le\el . li 

i 

1 nstruct 1 on \ eads development and ? f dynami c assessment 
provides higher placement than static testing. then the 
present method of assigning studcrnts to r-eading l(?vels is 
1 1 kel y to resul t in underpl acement . The stati c as^essrent oi 
read ing 1 evel s^ wi thout mediation « provi des an underest i rtiaie 
of the level of functioning a chi Id can perf orn «i th 
^assic^tance. (Powell , J 982; Camp lone* Br own ^ Fert i\r^m tr 

Bryant, 1983. > 

At the emergent readi ng level » ne*4 hi gher me?n tc«l 
structures (Vygotsl^y, 1981) and new strategies for Itarnin'i 
emerge. With continued support and encourage'neni? these new 
structures and strateg les raise the student ^ £ 1 eVel of 
functioning to nhere they can be used with minimal tjir=ction. 
Further practice, with knowledge of resul tsi acromftiodates 
these n^i4 structures and stralegi es and they then c^n 
function automatically* These ne^ higher mental structures 
can then be fullv utT ized to learn more comple:; structures. 
A cycle oi learning fr'om the emergent level f o the 
instructional level to th^ independent level is created. 
Ulhat emerges is the gradual cycle oi internalization wihich 
recycled for new and higher cognitive functions. 

The cal 1 for instructional plc^cement at the emerg&nt 
reading level ^ within the zone of proximal development^ is 
beginning to appear in the educational literature (CMiperell* 
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190t; PowTjll, 1982; hason, Paehler, and Duffy, ItS-"-* lOw^i 
ts needed is for the construct to be supported by empn ir.At 
data* Should nmpincal evidence support this cori?ir.ict, it 
could have soci o-pol i tt cal signi f ica ice^ as well implicatjons 
fur assessment dtnd instruct t on * 
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